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PALIMPSEST
The Meaning of Palimpsest
In early times a palimpsest was a parchment or other 
material from which one or more writings had been 
erased to give room for later records. But the era­
sures were not always complete; and so it became the 
fascinating task of scholars not only to translate the 
later records but also to reconstruct the original writ­
ings by deciphering the dim fragments of letters partly 
erased and partly covered by subsequent texts.
The history of Iowa may be likened to a palimpsest 
which holds the record of successive generations. 
To decipher these records of the past, reconstruct 
them, and tell the stories which they contain is the 
task of those who write history.
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From Sweden to America
One hundred years ago my father, August H. 
Anderson, left Sweden with his family to make a 
new home in the United States. The family had 
lived on a small farm about 50 miles inland from 
Goteborg, in a community then known as Elsmans- 
land, and located in Vastergotland.
Times were hard in Sweden; famines were ex­
perienced following each especially dry summer. 
The famine of 1860 was particularly severe and 
led to much immigration from Sweden to the 
United States. Conditions were due in part to 
overpopulation. The clergy and governmental 
agencies were conscious of this difficulty and tried 
to restrain men from marrying until they were well 
past 30 years of age.
The area of Sweden covers about 175,000 
square miles, or three times the area of Iowa. Some 
of Sweden actually lays north of the Arctic Circle 
and much of the country is in the same latitude as 
Alaska. Consequently, a great deal of Sweden is 
too cold and some of it too dry for good agricul-
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ture. Then and now the Swedes were dependent 
upon home-grown crops for most of their food. A 
part of the people were engaged in fishing, ocean 
shipping, mining, and utilization of forest prod­
ucts. Matches and filter paper made in Sweden 
have had a good market in foreign countries for 
many years.
Swedes who were in the United States soon 
were writing to relatives and friends that they 
were pleased with the opportunities America af­
forded them. This caused many Swedish families 
to look forward to a better life in America than 
they could hope for in their homeland. Unfortu­
nately, a long, arduous, and frequently dangerous 
ocean separated loved ones from each other.
A marked change in ocean transportation was 
taking place, however. Steamships were carrying 
most of the passenger traffic, but they were ex­
pensive, as viewed by village craftsmen or farm­
ers. Owners of the older sailing vessels were hard 
pressed for passenger business. Their agents were 
sent through the countryside to tell people of the 
wonders of America, the great employment op­
portunities, and the very low passenger fares on 
the sailing vessels. This appealed to my grand­
father, who, in 1864, had saved enough passage 
money to transport his family from Sweden to the 
United States by sailing vessel. The oldest mem­
ber of the family had previously gone to Gales­
burg, Illinois. Now the rest of the family could
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follow. They consisted of my grandfather and 
grandmother, two daughters and four sons, one of 
whom was my father, then nine years old.
Passengers on the vessel on which the family 
arranged to emigrate were called upon to furnish 
the major part of their food for the voyage. They 
were told to prepare barrels of dried herring and 
hard rye bread, the quantity to be sufficient to last 
for three months. The normal voyage from Göte­
borg to Quebec took about nine weeks. This par­
ticular voyage took eleven weeks.
In preparation for the long voyage, my grand­
father caught, cleaned, salted, and dried a large 
quantity of herring. Grandmother prepared the 
second article of basic diet — hard, flat rye bread 
(Knäckebröd), a bread that was baked slowly all 
day and into the night. This was not difficult since 
it was customary to bake a three-month supply for 
use at home. In addition to herring and bread, po­
tatoes and turnips were probably brought aboard.
A 50-mile trip from home to Göteborg, the port 
of embarkation, was made in a horse-drawn wag­
on. At the seaport, the family boarded an ocean­
going sailing vessel, old and just barely seaworthy.
Although my father was only a boy, many 
events during the hazardous crossing made a deep 
impression upon him. He often shared these ex­
periences with us years later when we were grow­
ing up on the Iowa farm. One story I remember 
particularly was about a storm at sea.
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Father must have been a good sailor. He was 
never seasick and a fearless climber. During the 
crossing, he spent much of his time on the upper 
deck among the ship’s crew. He watched the sail­
ors climb the ropes, and he stood by the helms­
man as he steered the vessel. He was there when 
the ship rode into a North Atlantic hurricane. The 
masts swayed farther and farther from side to side; 
the beams of the old wooden craft creaked; and 
the captain became apprehensive lest his ship foun­
der in the most severe storm of his experience.
Fortunately, there was a ship’s carpenter below 
deck who had spent much of his life as a steersman 
but who now, on account of his lameness, found it 
necessary to retire to a less active position. The 
captain asked the old carpenter if he would take 
over the guidance of the ship in this great emer­
gency. The carpenter agreed and was strapped to 
the wheel. In no time the masts seemed not to 
sway so far to either side. He had a distinctive 
way of striking the bow of the ship into the moun­
tainous waves. The ship rode through and my 
father was ready for another episode at sea.
Another of Father’s sea stories that impressed 
me was when that same doughty old sea captain 
encountered a whale. Now a whale is of no danger 
to a modern ocean liner, but a century ago the crew 
of a sailing vessel knew that these enormous mam­
mals sometimes swam under a vessel and, coming 
to the surface, would turn a craft onto its side. The
\
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captain no doubt had had previous experiences 
with whales. He recognized the sea monster as 
playful as well as being intelligent. As the whale 
approached the vessel, he had several empty bar­
rels tossed into the water to attract the attention of 
the great sea monster. The whale would place his 
head under a barrel and toss it high into the air. 
While this went on, the ship sailed away, leaving 
the sporting whale behind.
A sad experience occurred at sea. Among the 
many passengers who died was my father’s two- 
year-old brother who was buried in the shark-in­
fested waters. It is difficult today to understand 
how any child survived the rigors of an Atlantic 
crossing by sailing vessel. The principal meal of 
the day was usually herring, hard bread, and pota­
toes. Dysentery was common. There was no water 
for washing, toilet facilities were shocking, medical 
help unavailable. During storms the quarters were 
closed against both light and air, causing emi­
grants almost to suffocate.
The ocean voyage ended at Quebec. The fam­
ily changed to a river steamer enroute to Montreal 
and thence proceeded to Galesburg, Illinois, where 
my father’s oldest brother had previously settled. 
In the Galesburg area, the children of the family 
grew to maturity and took up different vocations 
— one became a shoe merchant, another a grocer, 
and my father and his older brother became farm­
ers.
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It was from this heritage that the writer traces 
back his lineage, a lineage which has its inception 
in far away Sweden but which was shaped and 
fashioned in the refining crucible of hard, unre­
mitting labor on an Iowa farm almost a century 
ago.
Settlement in Iowa
My father would have preferred staying in Illi­
nois but he wanted a farm of his own. However, 
because of high land values, there was little hope 
of owning a farm in Illinois. The only alternative 
was to move west. It was a period when many 
young farmers were on the move. They were look­
ing for productive, well-watered land with reason­
ably good access to railroad transportation, and 
fairly close to native timber. By 1850 a few Swedes 
had penetrated Iowa as far west as the Des 
Moines River.
Information concerning the growth and devel­
opment of central Iowa had reached my father in 
Illinois. While working on a farm, he had met the 
niece of the owner. They were anxious to marry 
and buy a farm of their own. This was about 
1881. Meanwhile, rumors had reached my father 
that a branch of the Chicago and North Western 
Railroad running from Toledo, Iowa, in a north­
westerly direction toward Sioux City would be 
built. This interested him and he decided to cast 
his lot in Iowa, where a number of young Swedes 
had already moved.
In 1881 Father left Illinois with a team of horses 
and a wagon for Iowa. In the wagon he had,
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among other items, a plow for breaking sod, a con­
ventional type plow, and a Brown corn planter 
which had been made in Galesburg. His intention 
was to buy a small farm on which to make his fu­
ture home. He found such a place one mile west 
and one mile south of the point where the town of 
Stanhope was later located. The farm consisted of 
120 acres of unimproved land. The price was 
$10 per acre, or a total cost of $1,200. Farm 
loans were difficult to obtain in those days, but 
Father found someone who had money to loan — 
at 10 percent interest.
The rumor of the railroad became a reality. In 
February 1884, Father went back to Illinois by 
train to claim his bride, Frances Elizabeth Sallee. 
She was of New England ancestry and spoke no 
Swedish. Father had learned English quickly 
after arriving in Illinois.
In Iowa they set up housekeeping in a four-room 
cottage, which was built by a local carpenter. It 
was surrounded partly by unbroken prairie, with 
no trees to break the stormy winds of winter. Wil­
lows, soft maples, and a few other varieties of fast 
growing trees were set out as a windbreak. Some 
apple trees were also planted.
The farm, as well as the surrounding country, 
was potentially excellent land. Originally ponds 
and other poorly drained areas were in evidence, 
but these were tiled and several community ditches 
excavated. Some of the ditches followed the di-
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rection of natural creeks, while others cut across 
fields where no drainage line had previously ap­
peared. Individual ponds were drained by tile, 
which ranged in diameter from four to twelve 
inches.
The poorly drained slough areas of central 
Iowa, when properly located, often served a useful 
purpose during early times. Good water, available 
within reach of a well boring rig, was sometimes 
inadequate for livestock during prolonged dry pe­
riods. At the edge of a poorly drained area, the 
water table usually remained high even when sur­
face water disappeared. It was a common prac­
tice to dig what was known as a slough well. Such 
excavations were often about six feet across and 
about eight feet deep. They were curbed with 
boards held in place by horizontal two-by-fours as 
braces. It was hard work to draw enough water 
for a herd of cows, but it had to be done. As arti­
ficial drainage proceeded, the water table of the 
area was lowered, and many farmers found it 
necessary to establish wells from 275 to 550 feet 
deep.
The farmers who came to central Iowa experi­
enced no severe soil deficiencies when they follow­
ed good farming practices. With the great ca­
pacity of the land for growing crops, livestock 
production followed as a natural association. 
Therefore, it became increasingly necessary to 
have railroad transportation accessible. The Chi-
*
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cago and North Western Railroad had built sec­
tions of road year-by-year during the Sixties, 
reaching Marshalltown in 1862 and Boone in 
1865. The main line from Chicago to Council 
Bluffs was completed on January 22, 1867.
The railroad of the greatest importance to the 
Swedish settlement, however, was the branch 
passing through Stratford and Gowrie. Freight 
traffic of animals and grain going east and lumber 
and farm equipment coming west were enormous 
for several decades. Special livestock trains that 
ran on Sunday and Wednesday carried the ani­
mals to Chicago for processing. On a Sunday 
forenoon, it was not uncommon to see four or five 
of these trains of about 20 cars each, going east. 
The local stockyards had a capacity of four or five 
carloads; sometimes additional animals were 
brought in during the morning for shipment. Cars 
of corn and oats moved toward Chicago almost 
every week.
The first generation of Swedes often remarked 
that they liked to live in Iowa because the climate 
reminded them of their native homes. Some fea­
tures were similar while others were markedly dif­
ferent. In the area between Goteborg and Stock­
holm, winter temperatures were about the same as 
in central Iowa. Summers in the Hawkeye State, 
however, were definitely much warmer than in 
Sweden.
Annual rainfall in Iowa of about 32 inches was
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much higher than in central Sweden, but the hu­
midity of Sweden was much higher. Summer rain­
fall was favorable for crop growth in both coun­
tries. In their homeland the Swedes had grown 
rye, oats, potatoes, and root crops, all of which 
can be grown in Iowa. A difference is that corn, 
the most important crop in Iowa, cannot be profit­
ably grown in Scandinavian countries. Early set­
tlers sometimes grew a few hard yellow turnips 
known as “Swedes.” These were for use as a 
vegetable. Many immigrants saw tomatoes for the 
first time in the United States. As a rule the to­
matoes were disliked at first but after a few trials 
the Swedes learned to enjoy them.
Flat rye bread was often made by Swedish set­
tlers, but their basic diet soon included bread 
made from wheat flour. They did not need to 
change their habits with respect to potatoes. These 
have had an important place in the food of nearly 
all people of Iowa, in fact, throughout the United 
States.
Settlers who came to central Iowa found ani­
mals characteristic of the prairie land as well as 
those found only in the timbered portion. On the 
prairie the tall grass sheltered wildlife, but also 
brought the prairie fires sometimes started by 
lightning. Deer and buffalo had disappeared be­
fore the Swedish settlers came, but the prairie 
chicken, which is a grouse adapted to grass lands, 
was there in abundance. They somewhat resem-
204 THE PALIMPSEST
bled the domestic guinea, but were moderately 
smaller, with dark breast meat. The prairie chick­
ens were excellent food.
Canadian geese were plentiful before the large 
ponds were drained. One of these great game 
birds was enough for a family meal. Wild ducks 
were present in the spring and fall. Although the 
main flyway for migratory water fowl lay west of 
the Swedish settlement, many ducks went that 
way. In the spring, if ice were on the water, ducks 
frequently landed in fields that had been cultivated 
the previous summer.
The cottontail rabbit, that is found in many parts 
of the United States, was in Iowa to greet the 
early Swedish settlers. The muzzle-loading shot­
gun was frequently a means of transferring the 
rabbit from his native habitat to the frying pan. 
Then, there were a few jack rabbits, but these were 
less favored as food than were the cottontails.
Several predatory animals were present to cause 
some trouble. The gray timber wolf stayed in 
such wooded areas as those found along the Des 
Moines River and its tributaries. A reddish-brown 
wolf was occasionally seen on the prairie, and 
coyotes were there also. These animals had a bad 
reputation for preying upon chickens, sheep, and 
other small farm animals.
Skunks were in great abundance in the early 
days. They would decimate a flock of chickens 
rapidly when they entered the poultry house.
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When an old woodshed of my grandfather’s was 
moved in mid-winter, 1 7 skunks were in hiberna­
tion under the wood floor. These were dispatched 
and their hides tanned and converted into a lap 
robe. Mink and weasel also preyed on farm poul­
try.
A publication issued in Lund, Sweden, provides 
a map showing the locations of various Swedish 
settlements in Iowa. The map is reproduced here­
in. It does not fully cover the area east of Strat­
ford where several Swedes settled within a mile 
of Stanhope. This eastern area was definitely 
within the Swedish settlement. Two other maps 
show the Swedish-born population in Iowa by 
counties at different times.
There are five Swedish towns in the section most 
familiar to me. They are: Gowrie, Harcourt, Box- 
holm, Dayton, and Stratford.
Gowrie
The town of Gowrie lies near the western edge 
of the Swedish settlement. As stated before, tim­
ber was important to early settlers. An isolated 
grove of trees was located about 15 miles west of 
the more extensive timberland along the Des 
Moines River. This tree area which was called 
Lost Grove” was not far from the present site of 
Gowrie. It was near this group of trees that the 
first white settlers located. A considerable num­
ber of them came directly from Illinois but were 
Swedish emigrant families. Among the first set-
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tiers were E. J. Lynd, Jonas P. Liljegren, Frank 
Youngdahl, J. F. Jacobson, S. P. and Adolph 
Lindquist, Sven and Isak Svenson, Victor and 
August Nelson, and three Blomgren brothers.
Gowrie was well served by railroads during the 
years when passenger traffic by rail was popular. 
In addition to the Chicago and North Western 
running east and west, there was the Minneapolis 
and St. Louis essentially north and south, which 
reached Gowrie in 1879. A branch of the Chicago, 
Rock Island and Pacific reached the town a little 
later. In 1899 a short line from the great coal 
fields near Frazer was extended to Gowrie. The 
Fort Dodge, Des Moines and Southern, an elec­
tric or interurban service, was established in 1906.
Harcourt
Harcourt was the junction of two railroads — 
the Chicago and North Western and the Fort 
Dodge, Des Moines, and Southern. Fine, nearly 
level, farm land surrounded the town.
Boxholm
Boxholm was located southward from a point 
midway between Dayton and Harcourt. It is 
sometimes considered to be the most distinctly 
Swedish town of the group. John B. Anderson, the 
first postmaster, was instrumental in having the 
town name changed to Boxholm, in honor of his 
native home in Sweden.
A considerable number of farmers of the area 
took advantage of the U.S. Homestead Act of
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1862 as a means of acquiring their home farms. 
The first store of the town was in the blacksmith 
shop of Axel Westrum. A little later a building 
was put up by Mr. Lindvall to house a general 
store.
Dayton
Dayton was in hilly country a short distance 
west of the Des Moines River. Very gently roll­
ing land lies to the west. A population of about 800 
has remained constant for a good many years.
Stratford
Stratford was located on prairie land about a 
mile from timbered country on the east side of the 
Des Moines River. Many local Swedish farmers 
retired to this town. A picture shows a group of 
these first-generation Swedes taken in 1909. In 
the lives of such Swedes in many Iowa communi­
ties one has mirrored the vibrant story of men who 
helped build our great Hawkeye State.
Economic Activity
When horses provided the farm power and lo­
cal transportation, towns of 300 to 1,000 popula­
tion had several features in common. In the matter 
of handicrafts, one or two blacksmith shops were 
among the first services to be established. Some­
times they came before the stores. Equipment was 
not extensive, but each shop had a forge, an anvil, 
the required small tools, and also an operator with 
a strong arm to do the work.
During the late fall and early winter, much of 
the business was horseshoeing. The smith could 
subdue an ordinary horse by lifting his foot and 
holding on tenaciously. However, there were 
some animals that had to be lifted from the ground 
by a pair of suspension belts. The blacksmith, 
with his forge, could shape an iron horseshoe to 
fit a properly trimmed hoof. When such work was 
done by a farmer, the hoof had to be trimmed to 
fit the shoe at hand.
Another craft concerned with the requirements 
of horses was that of the harness maker. He made 
harness from sides of leather of suitable kinds. 
Making harness was an all-winter job, while re­
pairs took an indefinite amount of time throughout 
the entire year.
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Living quarters in an emigrant sailing vessel
a century ago.
The Ernst Merck—one of the larger sailing vessels bringing Swedish emigrants from Goteborg
to Quebec.
4A group  of retired first-generation Sw edes living in S tratford . Photo about 1909
The four Anderson brothers who crossed 
the Atlantic by sailing vessel in the 1860 s
9 +
August H. Anderson- 
Author’s father as a boy of 17. Myron S. Anderson Author as a lad of 16
An Iowa farmstead near the eastern border of the Swedish settlement, where
up. Photo about 1892. the author grew
A Swedish farmer living near Stratford. His mules were ages 39 and 41 years.
T hresh ing  near S tra tfo rd  abou t 1895.
Harvesting oats at the Anderson farm about 1907.
M aking hay  east of S tra tford  about 1907.
O liver Sealine 
Farmer and bank director
C lara Carlson A nderson 
Author's first teacher
Swedish Lutheran Parsonage at Stratford, built about 189(
A view of Stratford showing the station of the Chicago and North Western Railroad.
An interurban electric car passes through Harcourt.
I he Lutheran Church at Stratferd was built in 1895.
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The so-called shoemaker in early times did not 
actually make shoes. He did a repair business, 
servicing boots in the old days, and later, shoes.
The hotel and livery barn were among the early 
services established in Swedish towns. Traveling 
salesmen covered two or three towns in one day, 
ending in the town with the best hotel. The hotels 
were not expensive, and often local single men took 
their meals there. A restaurant was usually found 
in the small town, but the type of business con­
ducted varied with the local situation and the pass­
ing years. Some served meals, while others sold 
only such items as bananas, peanuts, candies, and 
tobacco.
The meat market was operated on a local basis. 
Animals from the countryside were used for food. 
Sometimes only young animals in good condition 
were selected, while other markets, practicing 
economy, would slaughter older cows. Much bo­
logna was made locally. A farmer, coming to 
town, could put together a lunch consisting of bo­
logna from the meat market, crackers and cheese 
from the grocery store, and bananas from the res­
taurant.
One or two general stores were established very 
early. Dry goods, including many bolts of cloth, 
were at the front of the store, groceries farther 
back, and kerosene and other items in a shed at 
the rear. Flour was sold in 48-pound sacks and 
was usually kept in a mouse-proof room. Many
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customers bought sugar in 100-pound bags. The 
cracker barrel was there, but frequently crackers 
were sold in boxes holding nearly a bushel. A 
store often had three kinds of coffee — 20-, 30-, 
and 40-cent grades. The most expensive grade 
was known as a Moca or Java, a blend of fine, 
mild coffees.
The hardware dealer carried a supply of farm 
implements, although some were bought on order. 
The common line of implements included plows, 
cultivators, mowers, and harrows. In addition, 
there were pumps, tanks, and a variety of hard­
ware needed on the farm. Wagons and buggies 
were sold also.
The druggist was on hand in early settlements. 
He was sometimes a Swede; while the physician 
could be a man of almost any nationality, usually 
trained in a United States medical school. The 
undertaker frequently operated in conjunction with 
a furniture store. Funerals were held in private 
homes or churches.
Each town on a railroad had a grain elevator. 
At first these were owned principally by out-of- 
town companies, less frequently by a local group. 
During the late Nineties, cooperative elevators, 
which were owned by the farmers, came into be­
ing.
The printing press arrived early. For years 
each town had its own newspaper. The Dayton 
Review, which was founded in 1878, still exists
and publishes news from a number of towns in the 
area.
Local banks of small capitalization — $10,000 
to $20,000 — were established by the early set­
tlers. The farmers usually had confidence in their 
banks, and deposits soon grew to $300,000 and 
$500,000. The bank cashier, or some other bank 
officer, often had a substantial personal income 
from the sale of insurance.
In January 1885, a mutual insurance company 
was organized in Dayton. It has been in continu­
ous operation for 80 years. At the time of its or­
ganization all records were written in Swedish. 
The Association was called Skandinaviska Brand- 
stods Bolaget, and translated Scandinavian Fire 
Insurance Company. The names of the first nine 
directors were: Charlie Freed, Charlie Peterson, 
Frank Wise, S. F. Lofgren, Swan Johnson, An­
drew Will, Andrew Carlson, Charlie Borg, and 
William Larson. The first policy was written for 
John M. Carlson, Boxholm, in the sum of $1,285. 
This was a large policy; the average at that time 
was about $800. The first loss paid was $10 for 
a heifer killed by lightning. At the time of the 
first annual meeting, there were 51 policies in 
force, carrying $46,149 in risks. Fifteen years 
later the total insurance in force was $1,030,328. 
At that time, only Scandinavians and their des­
cendants were eligible to take out insurance. This 
restriction has since been removed.
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Before the railroad reached a town, mail was 
collected and delivered by horseback, stagecoach 
or some other horse-drawn vehicle. Dayton had its 
first post office in 1858 and Gowrie in 1871. The 
post office was usually set up in a store but some­
times in a home as in the case of Stanhope when 
Lucy J. Parker was named postmistress on Febru­
ary 9, 1882.
Early settlers located where timber for fuel was 
available. The home fuel supply for Swedish 
farm families changed as time passed. Wood had 
an important place in early times, but it was diffi­
cult to house an adequate supply. It was hard to 
keep a fire overnight in a heating stove, although 
it could be done with a knot of hardwood, and oc­
casionally with a log.
With coal, a different type of stove was re­
quired, and it was easy to keep a fire overnight. 
Coal required less space, but it was a dusty ma­
terial in the house. Residents of the narrow Des 
Moines River Valley and some of its tributaries 
noticed occasional outcroppings of coal, usually 
near the water line. Sometimes these deposits 
were worked without much equipment in winter 
while the river was frozen over.
It was not long, however, until excavations 
were made and mine shafts extended to reach the 
better coal seams that provided a merchantable 
fuel. A mine of extensive output was located be­
tween Stratford and Dayton, near a small village
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then known as Linnburg. This town and mine 
have long been abandoned. Mines were located at 
Ridgeport and near Lehigh, the coal from which 
was regarded highly by Swedish settlers.
Residents along the eastern border of the Swed­
ish settlement were about 10 miles from the mine 
at Linnburg and about 14 miles from Ridgeport. 
At these mines, coal was sold only to people who 
came after it. This was a real undertaking during 
the winter weather. The mines were usually lo­
cated near the foot of a long hill. Two farmers 
worked together so four-horse teams could be used 
to bring each load up the hill. From that point, a 
couple of average farm horses could haul a load of 
about one and one-half tons. When a trip was 
planned to Ridgeport, the haulers would start a- 
bout 2 a.m., reaching the mine before daylight. 
This was necessary because in winter the mine 
output for a 24-hour period was not adequate to 
supply one day’s customers. The wagons were 
loaded by early afternoon and the return trip 
started.
The coal was sold mostly in chunks 6 to 16 
inches across, but there was some less desirable 
small coal available. A purchaser was frequently 
required to take some of this.
The story of coal, which was mined in the Swed­
ish settlement, is not complete without mention of 
the employment opportunities it opened to men in 
winter. When a newcomer arrived during cold
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weather, he could usually get employment at the 
mines. Established craftsmen, such as carpenters, 
painters, and plasterers found little employment 
during the winter and often they went to work in 
the mines. In those days pay was usually on a pro­
duction basis. When a miner encountered an ex­
tremely favorable coal deposit, he was allowed to 
take out only the equivalent of an average day’s 
work. Then he went home. This was to allow an­
other to share the advantage of an easily accessible 
coal deposit.
As mining operations expanded in the general 
area, it was possible to buy a railroad carload of 
coal and have it delivered on the rail siding of the 
village. Pool carloads were obtained in this way 
by a group of local farmers. Today, coal mines of 
the area are closed and many of the farm homes 
are heated by fuel oil or bottled gas.
The main business of this central Iowa settle­
ment has always been farming. That is what 
brought my father to the community. When the 
first settlers came, they found beautiful landscapes, 
in early summer, on the unbroken prairies. Be­
fore the season’s growth of grass, lovely flowers 
abounded. One of the most beautiful was peren­
nial Phlox, known locally as Sweet William. In 
their natural habitat the colors were varied: red, 
white, blue, pink, and variegated. These flowers 
persisted for many years along railroad right-of- 
ways and on some roadsides. The pink strain
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seems to have survived the best. One should not 
forget the Wild Rose, when speaking of flowers, 
for it has become Iowa’s State Flower.
By 1880 some land had been plowed, but much 
of it still remained native prairie. This provided 
excellent pasturage or a crop of good hay.
The native sod was very tough. The black sur­
face soil was intertwined with partially decom­
posed plant roots. The first step toward the grow­
ing of cultivated crops was to break the sod. A 
so-called breaking plow with a long, low mold- 
board was used for turning the shallow furrow 
of virgin land with minimum resistance. Some­
times seed flax was grown as a first crop, but more 
frequently a rather poor corn crop was grown on 
the freshly plowed land.
Three great field crops were grown here by 
early farmers: corn, oats, and red clover. A little 
wheat was grown, mostly for conversion into flour 
at a local mill. The climate was not suitable for 
its growth as a commercial crop.
Most settlers came with the idea of growing 
corn as the major crop. Such has been the case for 
nearly a century.
Swedes and others soon found that growing 
corn year after year on the same ground was not 
good practice. Insect troubles increased and the 
crop yields were lower. Growing oats after corn 
took care of some of the insect troubles, but fertil­
ity of the soil gradually declined. Oats provided
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excellent feed for young animals and for horses, 
but the acre-value was smaller than when com was 
grown. Red clover made an excellent hay crop 
and improved the land for growing corn later.
The names of Swedish-born farmers, and men 
of Swedish ancestry, loom large in the story of 
Iowa agriculture. Their contribution to the wealth 
of Iowa during more than a century of time is well 
nigh immeasureable and cannot be overlooked.
Religious and Cultural
A large number of the Swedes had affiliated 
with the Lutheran Church. They came from a 
country where that denomination was the State 
Church. There were also a considerable number 
of Methodists, Baptists, and other Protestants in 
the Iowa settlement. A Swedish Methodist 
Church was organized in the country five or six 
miles southeast of Stratford and has prospered 
since the country was settled. A Swedish Baptist 
Church has also been a part of the community 
since early times.
Swedish people were, for the most part, devoted 
to their churches. The Lutheran Church in Strat­
ford, which was started with a small membership 
in 1895, celebrated its 105th birthday on Sunday, 
October 4, 1964. A new and larger church build­
ing was built in 1895 and it is still standing. For 
nearly half a century all services of the Stratford 
Lutheran Church were in Swedish, but around 
1908 the minister began holding evening services 
in English. A decade later all Swedish services 
were discontinued.
Teen-age Lutherans usually spent a part of a 
year with church studies in preparation for con­
firmation. Many dropped out of public school
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while engaged in what they referred to as “Read­
ing for the Preacher." The classes were in Swed­
ish, and it is presumed the children gained a fluen­
cy in the language while acquiring religious in­
struction.
The Lutherans of the community held an early 
church service on Christmas morning called julotta 
which began at 6 a.m. and continued to the break 
of dawn. Farm families from a radius of nearly 
six miles came regardless of road or weather con­
ditions. Services usually closed with the congrega­
tion singing the hymn, “When Christmas Morn Is 
Dawning."
NAR JULDAGSMORGON GLIMMAR
1. Nar juldagsmorgon glimmar, 2. Hur god du var. som ville, 
Jag vill till stallet gaa, Till jorden komma ner!
Dar Gud in nattens timmar Nu ej i synd jag spille
Re n vilar uppaa straa. Min barndoms dagar mer!
Dar Gud in nattens timmar Nu ej i synd jag spille
Re’n vilar uppaa straa. Min barndoms dagar mer!
At the conclusion of the service, the people re­
turned to their homes. The men did their chores, 
and the women prepared the food.
Christmas time was referred to by the older gen­
eration in their native tongue as “jultiden," and it 
was a happy time for both old and young. Fami­
lies not only gathered together in their churches for 
special services, but in their homes where many of 
the traditional customs of the old country were
observed. Games were played and immense quan­
tities of food consumed.
One of the most distinctive items was lutfisk, 
which translated means leached or washed fish. 
This was usually codfish, caught and cured in 
Sweden. After the fisherman cleaned the cod, it 
was taken unsalted to a mountainside and frozen 
dry. These imported fish, as marketed in Iowa, 
were about 30 inches long, dry and very hard.
Preparation for Christmas use was begun about 
Thanksgiving when the fish was cut with an ax 
into three-inch lengths, packed with fresh wood 
ashes in a wooden pail, and covered with water. 
The container was placed where it would remain 
frozen for several weeks. The lye, that was formed 
from the wood ashes and water, was removed by 
repeated washing. The flesh was flaked off free 
from skin and nearly free from bones. The fish 
was put in a cheesecloth bag and cooked in salted 
water. A cream sauce was made with the fish li­
quor and was served over the fish in a large shal­
low bowl or platter. The supply of lutfisk was 
usually adequate for use well into the New Year.
Some of the accompanying foods included: 
prim ost, a home prepared solid product made by 
evaporating whey to a point, where on cooling, it 
formed a light brown cake. Imported lingonber- 
ries, somewhat like cranberries but smaller, were 
eaten. Knackebrod was served. The usual dessert 
was a delicious rice porridge.
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A characteristic breakfast dish was aggrora, 
which in English is egg gravy. It is like a very thin 
omelet but has more uniform texture. The follow­
ing recipe is occasionally used in my family:
2 tablespoons fresh bacon fat
1 rounded tablespoon flour
V2 teaspoon salt, dash of pepper
2 eggs beaten lightly
1 cup of milk, or more for thin gravy
Mix fat, flour, salt, pepper, and milk; stir until 
the mixture begins to thicken — add beaten eggs, 
stir over low heat until cooked.
The dairy preparation ostkaka or cheese cake 
has continued to be a favorite in the community. 
It is neither cheese nor cake but has characteristics 
of both cheese and pudding. The following mod­
ernized recipe should satisfy a group of 10:
10 quarts of milk 8 eggs
2/3 cup flour y2 scant cup of sugar
3 household rennet tablets 1 pint of heavy cream]/2 CUP blanched almonds chopped.
Dissolve rennet tables in 3 tablespoons cold water, 
mix flour with milk while stirring, and heat until 
warm, add dissolved rennet tablets and stir for a 
few seconds. Pour into a strainer lined with 
cheesecloth, and press out as much whey as pos­
sible. Add eggs, sugar, almonds, cream, and stir 
until well blended. Pour into buttered casserole 
and bake in a slow 250°F. oven for 45 minutes or 
until set. Serve with lingonberries or jam.
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In the hands of early settlers ostkaka was an all­
farm product. The rennet was prepared too. On 
farms an unweaned calf, under three months of 
age, was occasionally slaughtered. A portion of 
the ruminant stomach was salvaged, cleaned, heav­
ily salted, and dried behind a kitchen stove. For 
use this was sliced very thin and soaked in warm 
water. Rennet tablets have been used as a substi­
tute for a good many years.
One cannot overlook our educational heritage! 
A one-room schoolhouse was usually located 
every two miles. A public road was laid out on 
nearly every alternate section line. This meant 
that no child need walk more than two miles. A- 
round the turn of the century, the school that the 
author attended had a good enrollment, especially 
during the long winter term. One winter the num­
ber reached 32. Every seat was taken and every 
student seemed bent on doing his very best. The 
lessons learned were rarely forgotten.
Many of the teachers were poorly paid and also 
poorly prepared for their duties. Very few had 
finished high school. Some had not even attended 
high school, having gone only to country school 
or to the county Normal Institute held at the coun­
ty seat for a period of a week or two once each 
year. It should be said, however, that most of the 
teachers had good personalities and a fine mental 
keenness. They were an inspiration to us boys 
and girls.
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At least three-fourths of the pupils spoke the 
Swedish language. The men of the families had 
soon learned enough English to get along. The 
women, however, with more limited contacts, 
learned the language more slowly, picking it up 
from their children who went to school. One moth­
er of several children remarked, “It makes me 
sweat to speak English.”
Many families subscribed to a Swedish news­
paper called Hemlandet (The Homeland). This 
was published first in Galesburg, Illinois, and 
later in Chicago. In 1914 it merged with Svenska 
Amerikanaren. Swedish Lutheran families often 
subscribed to a church publication classified as a 
magazine, and called The Augustana. It ceased 
publication in 1923.
Swedes are traditionally lovers of music. By 
the 1890’s many farm homes had a five-octave reed 
organ upon which the children took music lessons 
from a local teacher, or from one who drove into 
the community once a week. Men played the 
Swedish folk songs with which they were familiar 
on the German-style accordion. Popular with all 
was the song entitled Gubben Noak, meaning 
Old Man Noah.” The song usually started with 
the story of the Ark and the Flood. The singers 
made up the verses as they went along—usually 
including Mrs. Noah in the last stanzas. One 
stanza which comes to my mind as I write this 
article runs like this:
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Swedish
Gubben Noak, Gubben Noak, 
Var en hedersman.
Gubben Noak, Gubben Noak, 
Var en hedersman.
När han gick ur arken 
planterade han paa marken 
Gubben Noak, Gubben Noak, 
Var en hedersman.
English
Mr. Noah, Mr. Noah, 
Was an honorable man. 
Mr. Noah, Mr. Noah, 
Was an honorable man. 
When he left the ark 
He planted on the ground 
Mr. Noah, Mr. Noah, 
Was an honorable man.
Here is a little ditty that was sung or recited for 
the entertainment of small children while riding on 
the foot of an adult.
Swedish
Rida rida ranka 
Hasten heter Blanka. 
Vart skall du rida? 
Rida bort och fria. 
Vad skall hon heta? 
Anna Margareta.
English
Ride ride a broomstick 
The horse’s name is Blanka 
Where shall you ride?
Ride away to woo.
What shall her name be? 
Anna Margareta.
The French harp or mouth organ was a great 
favorite, and local contests are held even at the 
present time.
Probably one of the greatest festivals in Swe­
den, particularly in the Dalecarlia area is mid- 
sommarfirande (mid-summer celebration). This 
occurs on June 24 and is a day for picnics and com­
munity folk dancing. Perhaps the Swedes are 
celebrating the return of sunlight after a period of 
long winter nights.
Many Swedes who came to Iowa followed the
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custom of having picnics on June 24. With the 
passing of the first-generation Swedes, the custom 
has been abandoned. Parties were numerous in 
those days. They played games, talked, and ended 
with refreshments that included four-layer white 
cakes.
At work or at play, in church or in school, the 
Swedes of Iowa have demonstrated their ability to 
attain positions of leadership in the social, cultural 
and political life of the Hawkeye State.
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Swedish-born residents of Iowa by counties—1890, 1900, and 1910.
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Swedish-born residents of Iowa by counties—1920 and 1930.
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